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Abstract
Overconsumption poses severe ethical problems and causes harm to the environment. Today
many individuals change their consumption practices and actively limit their overall
consumption due to ethical and environmental concerns. This article focuses on voluntary
simplicity, a sustainable lifestyle phenomenon that comprises environment-friendly consumption
practices as an innate characteristic. This paper offers a fresh and nuanced understanding of
voluntary simplicity through the lens of social cognitive theory (SCT) and by examining textual
content generated by voluntary simplifiers on Facebook. Five thousand three hundred thirty-six
Facebook posts and comments were scrapped and examined using sentiment analysis, associative
networks, and cluster analysis. Results further our understanding of this lifestyle in the three
interconnected domains of SCT (i.e., personal, behavioral, and environmental). Insights obtained
from this study can help develop a more complete conceptualization of voluntary simplicity and
consumers who consider adopting this lifestyle choice.

Keywords: voluntary simplicity, sustainable consumption, user-generated content, social

cognitive theory.
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“A bunch of people interested in living simpler lives, living slower, getting more quality and
happiness out of life, being a bit more green, a bit less consumerist.”
(Voluntary Simplicity Facebook Group Description)

1 | INTRODUCTION
The negative environmental impact of unsustainable overconsumption has become evident and
resulted in rising consumer concern. Likewise, the United Nations has recognized sustainable
consumption and production practices as crucial sustainable development goals (United Nations,
2019). Within the domain of sustainable consumption, the voluntary simplicity lifestyle
phenomenon has gained increasing attention. Voluntary simplicity, an outwardly simple and
inwardly rich lifestyle, can be considered conscientious consumers’ reaction to rampant

overconsumption and excessive materialism. Overconsumption refers to consumption practices

that have detrimental effects on the individual consumer, society, and environment (Håkansson,
2014, p. 692). People who adopt voluntary simplicity lifestyle espouse living lightly on the earth
and strive to eliminate clutter from their lives to achieve a happy and fulfilling life (Elgin &
Mitchell, 1977). The voluntary simplicity Facebook group description quoted above echoes some
of the key characteristics of this lifestyle. This deliberate lifestyle choice has a substantive
influence on its advocates’ consumption patterns (Casabayó, Dávila, & Rayburn, 2020). Limiting
consumption and preferring sustainable products and services are integral aspects of this
lifestyle. Voluntary simplifiers are very mindful of their impact on the earth, adopt consumption
in moderation, avoid excessive attachment to material goods, and prefer durable, high quality,

organic, and reliable products that are produced by ethical and environmentally friendly sellers
(Elgin, 2010; Kropfeld, Nepomuceno, & Dantas, 2018).
Consumers’ desire to limit consumption and preference for sustainable consumption

practices have become mainstream topics in the world of marketing, as more and more people try
to limit their overall consumption and make responsible consumption decisions (Lee, Yap, &
Levy, 2016; Lee, Dewhirst, & Cherrier, 2018; White, Habib, & Hardisty, 2019). Simple living
has gained rising interest in several countries (e.g., Hüttel, Balderjahn, & Hoffmann, 2020;
Peifer, Chugani, & Roos, 2019; Rich, Wright, & Bennett, 2020). A recent comprehensive review
of the voluntary simplicity concept indicates that most studies in this area have used traditional
research methods (Rebouças & Soares, 2020). Several academic studies in this research stream
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relied on in-depth interviews (e.g., Osikominu & Bocken, 2020; Rich et al., 2020) or collected
data via self-reported surveys from relatively small samples of simplifiers (e.g., Casabayo,
Davila, & Rayburn, 2020; Dorsaf, Arbia, & Lachtar, 2020). The reliance on small samples in the

voluntary simplicity literature stems from the challenge of identifying and accessing voluntary
simplifiers within the larger society. Overreliance on self-reported survey formats in the stream
of research on sustainable consumption may cause biased results due to respondents’ desire to
provide socially responsible answers and appear to be good citizens (Caruana, Carrington, &

Chatzidakis, 2016). Further, despite the growing interest on this topic, there is still a need for
research to uncover characteristics, values, and consumption patterns of voluntary simplifiers
(Peyer, Balderjahn, Seegebarth, & Klemm, 2018).
To advance our understanding of voluntary simplicity, we rely on a new theoretical

perspective and perform a textual analysis of user-generated content on social media. This paper

contributes to the voluntary simplicity and sustainable consumption literature by introducing the
theoretical lens of social cognitive theory (SCT) (Bandura, 1986, 2008) to offer a more
comprehensive and nuanced understanding of voluntary simplicity and being the first study to
examine textual content generated by voluntary simplifiers. We provide a thorough examination
of voluntary simplicity through considering personal, behavioral, and environmental aspects of
SCT to evaluate this lifestyle choice.
Analyzing textual data created by people who adopt simple living can advance our

understanding of this lifestyle’s complex nature. Text mining of user-generated online content

enables deciphering consumers’ thoughts and feelings on a focal topic in an unobtrusive manner,
complementing insights obtained through more traditional methodologies (Berger et al., 2020).
Therefore, this paper adopts a text mining approach and examines textual content generated by
voluntary simplifiers on Facebook to produce rich insights into voluntary simplicity lifestyle in
SCT’s three aforementioned domains.
This is the first study that utilizes the online textual content generated by voluntary

simplifiers to the best of our knowledge. We collected 5336 Facebook posts and comments from

the voluntary simplicity Facebook group. We used the commonly used social media text analytic
techniques to analyze this user-generated textual data, such as calculating word frequencies and
performing sentiment analysis. We also built an associative network based on the words in the

user-generated textual data and their co-occurrence patterns. According to the human associative
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network memory model, knowledge is stored as nodes and links in human memory. That is, a
node for a focal object (e.g., a topic, place, or brand) and other informational nodes connected to
the focal object node constitute an associative network in human memory (Anderson, 1983). Our

approach of visualizing salient associations for a focal topic (e.g., voluntary simplicity) furthers
our understanding in a way that is theoretically grounded in the human associative memory
model (Anderson & Bower, 1973). Finally, we used a network analytic algorithm to discover
clusters of associations in the associative network, revealing which words are likely to be
grouped together. Results from the textual analysis further our understanding of voluntary
simplicity on the three interconnected aspects of SCT: (1) personal factors such as values
motivations to adopt this lifestyle, (2) behavioral factors including the process of simplifying and
consumption practices, and (3) collective sensemaking in the social environment. Overall, these
findings further our understanding of the voluntary simplicity lifestyle phenomenon.
2 | THEORETICAL BACKGROUND
2.1 | Social cognitive theory
This section discusses the social cognitive theory that provides a theoretical lens to understand
the complex nature of voluntary simplifiers’ sustainable consumption practices. The social
cognitive theory explains human behavior and suggests that both personal and environmental
factors determine and are affected by behavior (Bandura, 1997, 2001). According to social
cognitive theory, “human functioning is explained in terms of a model of triadic reciprocality in
which behavior, cognitive and other personal factors, and environmental events all operate as
interacting determinants of each other” (Bandura, 1986, p. 18). This theoretical framework

entails the concept of reciprocal determinism in which personal, environmental, and behavioral
factors create a feedback loop to impact each other. The nature of interactive relationships
between personal, behavioral, and environmental factors are conceptualized as triadic reciprocity
(Bandura, 1986, 2008). For example, one’s perceptions of his or her own behavior may influence
beliefs of self-efficacy or competence (personal factors), which in turn impact subsequent
behavior. Similarly, environmental factors such as social influence can shape behavior, and
behaviors can affect the social environment (e.g., social norms).
SCT provides a useful theoretical lens to understand the inherently complex nature of

sustainable consumption (Phipps et al., 2013). Consumption entails the depletion of resources,
and overconsumption has dire consequences for the environment and society. Sustainable
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consumption refers to “consumption that simultaneously optimizes the environmental, social,
and economic consequences of acquisition, use, and disposition in order to meet the needs of
both current and future generations” (Phipps et al., 2013, p. 1227). Sustainable consumption
practices entail actions that consider our planet’s ecological limitations, limit or prevent

pollution, and excessive degradation of natural resources (White et al., 2019). A more integrated
and dynamic perspective of the relationships between the environmental, personal, and
behavioral components of SCT reveal a richer and nuanced perspective on individuals’
sustainable consumption practices and selective moral disengagement from common behaviors
that degrades the natural environment and causes harm to others (Bandura, 2007; Lin & Hsu,
2015).
The voluntary simplicity lifestyle phenomenon is integral to the sustainable consumer

behavior literature as people who adopt simple living are concerned about the environmental
issues, very mindful about their impact on the earth, and minimize their overall consumption

(Kuanr, Pradhan, & Chaudhuri, 2020; Lee, Dewhirst, & Cherrier, 2018). Therefore, developing
more in-depth insights into characteristics, motivations, and consumption patterns of voluntary
simplifiers are constructive to advance knowledge on sustainable consumer behavior since
voluntary simplifiers behave and consume ecologically responsible and sustainable ways (Peifer,
Chungani, & Roos, 2019). This paper examines voluntary simplicity through the theoretical lens

of SCT. The next section reviews the related literature with a focus on SCT’s triadic reciprocity
between personal, behavioral, and environmental factors.
2.2 | Voluntary simplicity
Despite the prevalence of materialism in society, some consumers purposefully avoid highly
materialistic lifestyles and shun excessive consumption. This group of consumers chooses to live
a simpler life with fewer material possessions (Chowdhury, 2018; Peifer et al., 2019). Voluntary
simplicity, which advocates singleness of purpose, sincerity, and honesty within, as well as

avoidance of exterior clutter, of many possessions irrelevant to the chief purpose of life, is a
phrase coined by Gregg (1936, p. 6) and then elucidated by Elgin and Mitchell (1977). It may be
helpful to clarify the difference between voluntary simplicity and some other related terms. The
concepts of minimalism, collaborative consumption, and “buy nothing day” trends may seem
related to the concept of voluntary simplicity on the surface. However, people who adopt
voluntary simplicity possess certain underlying motivations and then significantly change their
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lifestyles, including consumption habits. Hence, the formerly mentioned trends may be fads, but
voluntary simplicity is a lifestyle that possesses much deeper and stronger underlying
motivations.
The reciprocal determinism between personal, behavioral, and environmental factors in

SCT offers a useful theoretical framework to understand the voluntary simplicity phenomenon.
First, personal factors such as personal norms, beliefs, values, and self-efficacy can trigger a
feeling of obligation to adopt and maintain pro-environmental consumption practices (Phipps et
al., 2013). The voluntary simplicity literature emphasizes the self-efficacy aspect by

conceptualizing voluntary simplicity as a conscious and deliberate choice of a lifestyle and
philosophy (Hüttel et al., 2020). That is, adopting this lifestyle is a choice and not a mandate of
personal financial limitations. People who adopt voluntary simplicity want to take charge of their
lives and achieve a fulfilling life (Peifer et al., 2019). Individuals’ beliefs and values related to
achieving self-efficacy, taking pro-environmental actions to live sustainably on the earth, and
living in harmony with others and the universe are among the personal factors to adopt voluntary
simplicity (Chang, 2018).
Second, behavioral factors are important to understand the sustainable consumption

practices of people who adopt voluntary simplicity lifestyle. According to SCT, behaviors are
not solely outcomes and can shape future behavior and the other two components of the
reciprocal determinism (i.e., personal and environmental factors) (Bandura, 1986; Sun, Yang,
Shen, & Wang, 2020). A typical behavior voluntary simplifiers exhibits is minimizing the
number of physical items possessed. Despite being wealthier than the average population,
they consume and possess less than others who have similar levels of income (Peyer et al.,

2018). This fact is not surprising because wealth accumulation is typically a precursor to the
spread of a culture that values simplicity in a society (Doherty & Etzioni, 2003; Kuanr et al.,

2020). Further, they aim to minimize waste by recycling and giving unwanted goods to friends
and charities (Osikominu & Bocken, 2020).
Third, an individuals’ social environment can negatively or positively influence

sustainable consumption. Social influence refers to the process in which other people’s
behaviors, opinions, and expectations affect our behaviors, and is a crucial driver of sustainable

consumer behavior change (Abrahamse & Steg, 2013; White et al., 2019). Norms and beliefs on
what is socially appropriate in a society can significantly influence sustainable consumer
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behaviors such as recycling, conserving energy, preferring sustainably sourced food products,
choosing an eco-friendly mode of transportation, and using renewable energy (Kim & Seock,
2019; White et al., 2019). Even though voluntary simplifiers’ interactions to build a community
of like-minded individuals who share similar values and consume sustainably were recognized
(Rich et al., 2020), the nature of conversations between them was largely overlooked in the

literature. This paper provides new insights into the social environment aspect of voluntary

simplicity lifestyle by examining user-generated content created by people who adopt this
lifestyle.
2.3 | User-generated content on social media
The purpose of this paper is to explore voluntary lifestyle phenomenon, and online textual
content created by people who have adopted this lifestyle offers a new and fruitful platform to
generate useful insights. User-generated content on social media platforms is ripe with potential

value for researchers who want to listen in on online conversations about consumers’
experiences, thoughts, and attitudes (Berger et al., 2020; Hwang & Kim, 2015). The rising
popularity of social media use has enabled researchers to tap into a valuable resource to explore
consumer behavior with new approaches further. Social media includes all internet-based
technological applications in accordance with the principles of Web 2.0, enables the creation and
exchange of user-generated content, and interaction and collaboration between participants
(Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010). Social media platforms such as blogs, microblogs (e.g., Twitter),
social networking sites (e.g., Facebook), collaborative projects (e.g., Wikipedia), and content
communities (e.g., YouTube and Flicker) all enable content creation and feedback from users.
The widespread use of these platforms has established social media as an essential marketing
communication platform where brands can communicate and interact with consumers (Berger et
al., 2020). Additionally, these platforms are designed for collaboration and interaction between
users. That is, many consumers use social media platforms to share their opinions, emotions,
experiences, and attitudes and seek to interact with others on the Internet (Devereux, Grimmer,
& Grimmer, 2019).
Facebook is s the most popular social networking site, with 2.45 billion monthly active

users as of 2019 (Statista, 2019). On Facebook, users can create groups to share their common
interests, express their opinions, seek advice, and interact with others. There are several
Facebook groups where users can become a part of an online community of interconnected
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members who share common interests. Posting daily ritual practices, engaging in collective
sharing, expressing identities, seeking utilitarian benefits, receiving social support from other
users are among the motivations of members of Facebook groups (de la Peña & Quintanilla,
2015). Facebook groups enable users to perform several actions including posting, commenting,
sharing a status update, and liking, and all these actions produce rich online user-generated data
(Demirel & Erdogmus, 2016; Yannopoulou, Liu, Bian, & Heath, 2019).
With novel technologies and the rising popularity of social media sites like Facebook,

there is an abundance of textual data created by consumers in the form of reviews, posts,
comments, and blogs. This type of unstructured consumer-generated content can provide useful
insights to researchers and marketers (Balducci & Marinova, 2018; Guerreiro, Rita, &

Trigueiros, 2015). Text mining, which refers to the process of extracting useful, meaningful, and
nontrivial information from unstructured text (Feldman & Sanger, 2006), has become popular
with the widespread use of social media platforms. For consumer researchers, the analysis of
textual data generated by consumers helps them explore consumer thoughts, sentiments,

behaviors, and culture (Humphreys & Wang, 2018). Hence, this paper adopts a text mining
approach and analyzes textual data generated by voluntary simplifiers on Facebook to provide
insights into voluntary simplifiers’ characteristics and consumption patterns.
3 | METHOD
3.1 | Data
The user-generated online content was scrapped and examined in this paper. Posts and comments
generated by members of the Facebook Voluntary Simplicity group between June 20, 2007,

which is the inception date for this Facebook group, and April 17, 2018, were collected using a
web application called Data Scraper (Data Miner, 2019) in line with the Facebook data policy
(Facebook, 2018). Posts refer to the textual content shared on this group’s wall, and comments
refer to users’ responses to the posts. Simplifiers share their experiences, opinions, resources,
recommendations, and ask questions related to voluntary simplicity on this Facebook group. As
of April 17, 2018, there were 2698 members of this Facebook group. A total of 5336 textual
content, comments, and posts combined, were scrapped.
3.2 | Data preparation
Data preparation and analyses were performed using the R language and environment for
statistical computing (R Core Team, 2019). In text mining, preparing raw data to do textual

This article is protected by copyright. All rights reserved

Accepted Article

analysis is a necessary process. In the data preparation stage, to protect the privacy of users,
usernames, which innately appear in Facebook posts, were removed from the data set. In
addition to the removal of usernames, direct quotes from Facebook posts, which may make a
user identifiable through an online search, are not shared in this paper. Stop words (e.g., “the”,
“a”, and “on”) are not useful for text analysis and were removed from the dataset. Further,
stemming refers to pruning words to avoid multiple counts of the same words with additional
suffixes or prefixes. For example, words such as “simple”, “simplicity”, “simplified”, and
“simplify” were stemmed to “simpl” in the dataset to ensure consistency and accuracy before

doing any analysis. Tokenization is the process of splitting a piece of text (e.g., a Facebook post)
into meaningful tokens, which refer to meaningful units of text. A token is usually a single word.
The raw data were tokenized and transformed into a tidy text format (one-token-per-row) (Silge
& Robinson, 2020). In this study, a token is a single word that appears in posts or comments.
After data cleaning (i.e., removal of stop words, usernames, and stemming), the data contained a
total of 78292 words.
4 | DATA ANALYSIS
4.1 | Frequencies
Figure 1 shows a list of 30 most frequently used words across all 5336 Facebook posts and
comments in the data set. Three terms (“life”, “simpl”, and “time”) emerge as the most frequent,
with all three being mentioned in more than 500 posts. Other most frequently words included
“love”, “home”, “green”, “earth”, and “family”. This is expected given that users in this group
share their voluntary simplicity journey, seek advice, and provide support each other in the
simplification process, and since spending quality time with loved ones, environment
friendliness, and sustainability are all essential topics for simplifiers (Peyer et al., 2018).
(Insert Figure 1 here)

4.2 | Sentiment analysis
Sentiment analysis, or opinion mining, refers to a programmatical examination of the emotional
intent of words to infer whether text, or a section of the text, is positive or negative, or is
characterized by some emotions like surprise or disgust (Silge & Robinson, 2020). Sentiment

analysis helps researchers explore and study consumer attitudes towards an object and their
experiences (Humphreys & Wang, 2018).
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In this paper, we used a lexicon-based sentiment analysis to assess the emotional content

of text generated by voluntary simplifiers. A lexicon contains English words, and these words are
categorized by their valence or assigned scores for positive/negative sentiment and may also be
classified as part of a broader emotion group such as joy, anger, and sadness. The use of lexiconbased sentiment analysis is a common practice in the marketing research domain (Bolat &
O’Sullivan, 2017; Downer, Wells, & Crichton, 2019; Misopoulos, Mitic, Kapoulas, &
Karapiperis, 2014), and the use of lexicon-based and machine learning approaches to sentiment
analysis produce almost identical results when they are used to analyze social media text data
(Dhaoui, Webster, & Tan, 2017). Hence, we used the Bing lexicon that contains 6778 words.
This lexicon was validated by previous research and categorized those words in a binary fashion
as either positive or negative (Silge & Robinson, 2020). For example, in this lexicon, words like
abolish, bad, and fear are categorized as negative, and words like happy, joy, and brave are
categorized as positive.
(Insert Figure 2 here)
The results of the sentiment analysis indicated that voluntary simplifiers used more

negative words than positive words in this Facebook group. While there was a total of 791
unique positive words, there was a total of unique 1088 negative words. Figure 2 presents a word
cloud of most frequently used positive and negative words, and Figure 3 illustrates the ten most
frequently used positive and negative words with their frequency of mention.
(Insert Figure 3 here)

4.3 | Building associative network
Studying word associations can add to our understanding of sustainable consumption (Barone,
Rodrigues, Nogueira, Guimarães, & Behrens, 2020). Associations related to the concept of
voluntary simplicity can be illustrated as a network to show the terms connected to this lifestyle.
The associative network memory model has been widely accepted and used to conceptualize
human memory in consumer research (Gaudine & Thorne, 2001; Grohmann & Bodur, 2015;
Keller, 1993). According to this memory model, knowledge is stored as nodes and links in
memory (Anderson, 1983; Anderson & Bower, 1973; Srull & Wyer, 1989). A visual of an
associative network illustrates salient associations for a focal object and the interconnections
between those associations.
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The elicitation of a network of associations around a focal phenomenon based on

consumer-generated online content reveals rich insights into consumers’ opinions, attitudes,
preferences, and experiences. With the abundancy of user-generated online content, researchers
elicited associations from product-review websites (Gensler, Völckner, Egger, Fischbach, &
Schoder, 2016), online discussion forums (Netzer, Feldman, Goldenberg, & Fresko, 2012),
online blogs (Költringer & Dickinger, 2015), and social media platforms like Twitter (Liu,
Burns, & Hou, 2017) to explore their topic of interest. After eliciting associations from usergenerated content, an associative network is built, relying on the co-occurrence patterns of
associations across posts generated by users (Balducci & Marinova, 2018; Demirel, 2018, 2020;
Kobayashi, Mol, Berkers, Kismihók, & Den Hartog, 2018). In this paper, associations were
obtained from the Voluntary Simplicity Facebook group, and the ties between associations are
calculated based on the co-occurrence of words across all Facebook posts and comments. More
precisely, the phi coefficient scores were used to assess the strength of the connection between

associations. Table 1 below helps explain how the phi coefficient score is calculated. The phi
coefficient score reflects how much more likely it is that either both word X and Y appear, or

neither do, in the same posts than one appears without another.
(Insert Table 1 here)
In this table 𝑛11 represents the number of documents where both word X and word Y

appear, 𝑛00 the number where neither appears and 𝑛10 and 𝑛01 the cases where one appears
without the other. Based on this, the phi coefficient is calculated as:

∅=

𝑛11𝑛00−𝑛10𝑛01
√𝑛1.𝑛0.𝑛.0𝑛.1

Figure 4 illustrates the associative network generated from words that appear in the posts

and comments of the Voluntary Simplicity Facebook group. The links between words are
calculated using the phi coefficient scores. Phi coefficient scores that were greater than 0.2 were
included in this visual to reflect the salient associations and their interconnections. Darker tones
of blue in the visual indicates stronger association (i.e., phi coefficient scores) between words.
Phi coefficient scores are interpreted in a relative manner. For example, the phi coefficient score
of 0.39 between “voluntary” and “simpl” is greater than the phi coefficient score of 0.20 between

“community” and “simpl”, indicating a stronger connection between the former pair of words

compared to the latter pair.
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(Insert Figure 4 here)

4.4 | Cluster analysis
Cluster analysis is a statistical technique that produces meaningful and homogeneous sub-classes
(i.e., clusters), and cluster analysis of an associative network reveals how associations group
together (Hair, Anderson, Babin, & Black, 2010), revealing natural grouping processes in a

dataset (Ketchen Jr. & Shook, 1996). In this study, the Girvan–Newman clustering algorithm
was used to explore associations that are perceptually clustered by voluntary simplifiers. The

Girvan–Newman clustering algorithm (Girvan & Newman, 2002) has been commonly used to
cluster networks (e.g., Borgatti, Everett, & Johnson, 2013; Netzer et al., 2012). This algorithm
produces clusters in which nodes are densely connected within a cluster and sparsely connected
across clusters. This algorithm uses edge betweenness, which refers to the number of shortest

paths between pairs of vertices that run along it (Girvan & Newman, 2002, p. 7822). More
precisely, the algorithm follows the following steps: (1) calculation of the betweenness for all
edges in the network, (2) removal of the edges with the highest betweenness, (3) recalculation
for all edges affected by the removal, and (4) repeating from step 2 until no edges remain
(Girvan & Newman, 2002, p. 7823). Removing the tie with the highest edge betweenness divides

the network, and after removal, the edge betweenness of the remaining ties are re-calculated, and
the tie with the highest edge betweenness is eliminated. This process of removing the tie with the
highest edge betweenness and recalculation of edge betweenness is repeated over and over again
until no edges remain in the network.
(Insert Figure 5 here)
The result produced 10 clusters of associations, which are illustrated in Figure 5.

Associations that are grouped in the same cluster are likely to be related to each other and share a
common theme. “Voluntary” and “Simpl” are two words grouped together, and there is another

big cluster that contains words including “earth”, “society”, and “community”. Words that appear
in all clusters presented as a list in Table 2.
(Insert Table 2 here)

5 | DISCUSSION
This paper explores voluntary simplicity lifestyle through the theoretical lens of SCT and relying
on online textual content generated by people who have adopted this lifestyle. Embracing simple
living creates significant changes in consumption patterns, and voluntary simplifiers choose to
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live lightly on the earth and consume sustainably and ethically (García-de-Frutos, Ortega-Egea,
& Martínez-del-Río, 2018). Hence, enriching our understanding of characteristics, motivations,
and consumption patterns of voluntary simplifiers adds to knowledge on sustainable
consumption. This study has theoretical and practical implications.
5.1 | Theoretical implications
This paper adds to the voluntary simplicity and sustainable consumption literature. There is a
growing academic interest on voluntary simplicity, and several studies utilized in-depth
interviews (e.g., Osikominu & Bocken, 2020; Rich et al., 2020) and surveys (e.g., Casabayo,
Davila, & Rayburn, 2020; Dorsaf, Arbia, & Lachtar, 2020) to explore the voluntary simplicity
phenomenon. Additionally, the previous studies in the literature focus on either behavioral

(Peyer et al., 2018) or personal (Rich et al., 2020) aspects of this lifestyle. The current paper adds
to this research stream in two major ways. First, this is the first study to adopt a text mining
approach and examine online content generated by people who have adopted this lifestyle.
Second, we present a more comprehensive and complete understanding of voluntary simplicity
by considering all three domains of SCT (i.e., personal, behavioral, and socio-environmental
factors) to discuss this lifestyle choice. To the best of our knowledge, this paper is the first to
integrate the pillars of SCT to examine voluntary simplicity. Through the theoretical lens of
SCT, we examine textual content generated by voluntary simplifiers with a sentiment analysis,

an associative network, and a cluster analysis. The findings revealed insights into the three
interconnected aspects of the voluntary simplicity phenomenon, including socio-environmental,
personal, and behavioral domains. These findings add to the current literature and reveal new
insights into voluntary simplicity lifestyle.
First, we provide new insights about voluntary simplicity by considering the socio-

environmental domain, which is an overlooked aspect of the literature. Social influence is a key
predictor of sustainable consumption practices because individuals are affected by others’
presence, attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors (White et al., 2019). This paper explored the socioenvironmental aspect of voluntary simplicity by examining the textual data created by voluntary
simplifiers on social media. The textual analysis results indicate that simplifiers engage in
sensemaking to avoid cognitive dissonance. This is a novel finding about people who choose
simple living. Sensemaking refers to a process in which people give meaning to their experiences
through discursive constructions of reality (Weick, Sutcliffe, & Obstfeld, 2005). Through sharing
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their experiences and opinions on the merits of simple living and drawbacks of consumerism,
voluntary simplifiers seek to avoid cognitive dissonance that may result from adopting voluntary
simplicity. Sentiment analysis revealed that the Voluntary Simplicity Facebook group members
used more negative words than positive words (see Figure 2). Several negative words such as
“waste”, “debt”, “stress”, “issues”, and “illusion” were used to discuss the downsides of a
consumerist lifestyle. Further, adopting voluntary simplicity is a gradual process that happens
over time. People who go through this gradual process may share similar experiences and
challenges. Major changes in lifestyle and the dominance of consumerist culture in society create
a sense of stress and tension, especially among people who have recently adopted voluntary

simplicity (Shaw & Moraes, 2009). The current paper shows that through engaging in collective
sensemaking on this Facebook group, members support each other to avoid cognitive dissonance

that may come with adopting simple living. This finding highlights the importance of social
relationships and influence for individuals who adopt this lifestyle and make significant changes
in their lives.
Second, personal factors such as personal beliefs, values, and motivations to choose

voluntary simplicity are integral to enhance our understanding of this lifestyle (Rudmin &
Kilbourne, 1992). Hence, developing an in-depth understanding of beliefs, values, and
motivations of voluntary simplifiers is a necessary precursor to make sense of their sustainable
consumption practices (Balderjahn, Peyer, Seegebarth, Wiedmann, & Weber, 2018). A glance at
the list of most frequently used words (see Figure 1) reveals that words related to care for the
earth and environment such as “world”, “green”, and “earth”, and words related to a sense of

community such as “share”, “people”, “family”, and “friends” were commonly used by
voluntary simplifiers on this Facebook group. Further, cluster analysis results (see Figure 5)
indicated that words including “human”, “people”, “society”, “planet”, and “community” were
grouped together. Frequently used positive words such as “happy”, “joy”, “free”, and “love”
provide cues on emotions experienced by simplifiers thanks to adopting this lifestyle.
Additionally, words such as “change”, “journey”, and “lifestyle” in the associative network
(Figure 4) reflect that voluntary simplifiers view adopting this lifestyle as a gradual process in
which significant modifications in one’s life are made over a period of time. Overall, these

findings reflect that the core beliefs, values, and motivations of voluntary simplifiers include
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living sustainably on the earth, living in harmony with others, and considering our planet to
achieve a happy and fulfilling life.
Lastly, the textual analysis results provide insights into the behavioral aspect of voluntary

simplicity such as consumption choices and process of simplifying. Regarding consumption
choices and patterns, words such as “water”, “food”, and “eat” were clustered together, showing
the importance placed on the basic food groups. This finding underlines a fundamental topic for
voluntary simplifiers. That is, they are picky about food preparation (McGouran & Prothero,
2016), and prefer organic food and healthy drinking water (Alexander & Ussher, 2012). Further,
another aspect related to how simplifiers choose to spend their time and money is illustrated by
the cluster that contains the terms of “family” and “friends”. Voluntary simplifiers design their
lives to create more space to spend quality time with loved ones, including family members and
friends. They choose to spend money and time on experiences (e.g., vacations and group
activities) with loved ones over the possession of material objects (Lee & Ahn, 2016). Further,
another crucial area that emerges from the textual analysis provides insights into the process of
simplifying. More precisely, the cluster analysis revealed a cluster that contains two words (i.e.,
“rid” and “stuff”). This cluster reflects the importance of eliminating clutter, which entails the

disposal of several belongings in voluntary simplicity lifestyle. This finding supports the
previous research that shows that disposition is an essential aspect of voluntary simplicity,
especially during the early stages of adopting this lifestyle. This process of getting rid of stuff
takes place in the form of participating in a second-hand market, donating or giving away
material possessions no longer needed (Ballantine & Creery, 2010; Peifer et al., 2019). Overall,
these findings indicate the importance of essential food and beverage categories and decluttering
for simplifiers and their preference for experiences with loved ones over the possession of
tangible goods.
5.2 | Practical implications
This article advances our understanding of socio-environmental, personal, and behavioral aspects

of voluntary simplicity by utilizing online textual content generated by people who have adopted
this lifestyle. This study’s results have some implications for consumers, society, and the
environment at large, and marketing managers. First, consumers who consider simplifying their
lives should know that this is a gradual process triggered by personal values and concerns
connected to the environment and society. The process of simplifying may cause stress and
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tension. Social relationships with like-minded individuals and seeking social support from others
who share similar values and go through similar experiences on social media platforms can be
helpful. Even though significant attention paid to basic consumption categories such as food and
water may seem straightforward, making more responsible consumption decisions necessitates
more effort and time, which may cause depletion of mental and emotional energy. Sharing
personal experiences and learning about others’ experiences in the journey of adopting a simple
life may be especially helpful for the ones who are going through the initial stages of the
simplification process.
Second, our findings have implications for the concept of environmental sustainability.

Our findings highlight especially the importance of social influence, in addition to personal and
behavioral factors. Since social influence from others can motivate sustainable consumption
behavior, online communities, such as the Facebook group examined in this paper, can help
people to become aware of voluntary simplicity and potentially develop an affinity towards it.
Voluntary simplifiers’ moderate and mindful consumption practices and the living lightly on the
earth philosophy epitomize the desirable mindset and behavior for sustainable consumption
(Elgin & Mitchell, 2003). Developing a deeper understanding and appreciation of such a
sustainability-oriented mindset and consumption habits and the importance of social influence
can help adopt these perspectives and behaviors to benefit the environment and society at large.
Lastly, this study has some implications for marketing managers. People who simplify

their lives prefer to consume and possess less, and for many firms, this may seem like bad news.
However, for brands that genuinely care about environmental sustainability and sell organic,

durable, reliable, high-quality, and eco-friendly products, simplifiers can represent a viable target
market. It is important to emphasize that owning fewer items does not necessarily mean spending
less money. A voluntary simplifier may prefer to have five high-quality premium sweaters
instead of owning fifteen mediocre sweaters. For example, outdoor clothing manufacturer
Patagonia ran a “Do not buy this jacket” campaign, urging consumers to buy what they need,
think twice before purchase, keep items for a longer time (Allchin, 2013). This approach shows
commitment to environmental sustainability and reflects their confidence in the quality of
products. Brand strategies that emphasize quality over quantity mentality and an authentic
commitment to sustainability can win over individuals who choose a simple lifestyle and
consume accordingly.
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5.3 | Limitations and future research
This research used a text mining approach to study the concept of voluntary simplicity. Textual
analysis of online content generated by users and consumers provides rich insights into a
phenomenon of interest (Humphreys & Wang, 2018; Ordenes, Ludwig, De Ruyter, Grewal, &
Wetzels, 2017). However, some limitations associated with the use of text mining should be

noted. The first limitation is self-selection bias. That is, some voluntary simplifiers may prefer to
become a member of this Facebook Group and share their ideas and feelings, while others may
prefer not to join this group or even use Facebook. Another related limitation is that there is a
social influence factor in the public sphere of social media. Users who have more followers are

likely to post things more often on social media platforms such as Facebook compared to users
with fewer followers (Neuendorf, 2002). Further, it is not suggested that text mining
methodology should supplant commonly used methodological approaches such as surveys and
in-depth interviews to examine the concept of voluntary simplicity. Text mining, alongside
traditional methodologies, is a valuable companion for producing useful insights in a body of
research (Kobayashi et al., 2018).
Future research may further explore some of the perspectives and findings of this paper.

We bring a fresh theoretical approach to conceptualize voluntary simplicity with the pillar of
SCT. This conceptualization offers a nuanced and comprehensive understanding of this lifestyle,
considering personal, behavioral, and socio-environmental aspects. Social relationships and
influence are key components of the socio-environmental factors. Seeking social support and
learning about others’ experiences can be helpful, especially for novice voluntary simplifiers
who are at the early stages of the journey of simplifying their lives. Future investigation of the
socio-environmental component of voluntary simplicity deserves further exploration. As
discussed earlier, process simplification is a gradual process that involves stress and tension,

particularly for people who have recently adopted voluntary simplicity. Through in-depth
interviews, the benefits of engaging in the collective sense-making process on online
communities can reveal useful insights for individuals who are going through simplification.
Therefore, future research should explore if being a member of an online community (e.g., a
Facebook group) and participating in the process of collective sense-making can help make the
simplification process a smoother one.
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Tables
Table 1
Phi Coefficient Calculation
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Has word Y

No word Y

Total

Has word X

𝑛11

𝑛10

𝑛1.

Now word X

𝑛01

𝑛00

𝑛0.

Total

𝑛. 1

𝑛. 0

𝑛

Table 2
Cluster Analysis Results

Cluster 1

Cluster 2

Cluster 3

Cluster 4

Cluster 5

Voluntary

Power

Water

Feel

Rid

Simpl

Human

Food

Time

Stuff

People

Eat

Spend

Planet
Earth
World
Life
Energy
Create
Society
Community
Children

Cluster 6

Cluster 7

Cluster 8

Cluster 9

Cluster 10

Read

Family

Journey

Money

Change

Books

Friends

Lifestyle
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Figure 1 30 Most Frequently Used Terms
Figure 2 Word Cloud of Most Frequently Used Positive and Negative Words
Figure 3 10 Most Frequently Used Negative and Positive Words
Figure 4 Associative Network Based on Correlations Between Words
Figure 5 Cluster Analysis Results

Accepted Article

ijcs_12644_f1.tiff

This article is protected by copyright. All rights reserved

Accepted Article

ijcs_12644_f2.tiff

This article is protected by copyright. All rights reserved

Accepted Article

ijcs_12644_f3.tiff

This article is protected by copyright. All rights reserved

Accepted Article

ijcs_12644_f4.tiff

This article is protected by copyright. All rights reserved

Accepted Article

ijcs_12644_f5.tiff

This article is protected by copyright. All rights reserved

